New Mexico Historical Review
Volume 81

Number 4

Article 2

10-1-2006

Advance and Retreat: Lt. Franklin Cook Recalls the Battle of
Valverde
Jerry Thompson

Follow this and additional works at: https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/nmhr

Recommended Citation
Thompson, Jerry. "Advance and Retreat: Lt. Franklin Cook Recalls the Battle of Valverde." New Mexico
Historical Review 81, 4 (2021). https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/nmhr/vol81/iss4/2

This Article is brought to you for free and open access by UNM Digital Repository. It has been accepted for
inclusion in New Mexico Historical Review by an authorized editor of UNM Digital Repository. For more information,
please contact amywinter@unm.edu, lsloane@salud.unm.edu, sarahrk@unm.edu.

Advance and Retreat
LT. FRANKLIN COOK RECALLS THE BATTLE OF VALVERDE

Jerry Thompson

A

t the southern end of the pine-shrouded Sangre de Cristo Mountains,
near where the Santa Fe Trail wound through Glorieta Pass, a mass
grave of thirty Confederate soldiers was unearthed in the summer of 1987.
The publicity that followed helped renew an interest in the Civil War in
New Mexico Territory. A flurry of archaeological scholarship brought forth
the grisly details of exactly how the Confederates perished in the Battle of
Glorieta. l
The approach of the centennial of the war more than three decades earlier inspired the first serious scholarship on the Civil War in New Mexico
Territory. Major studies concentrated on the failed 1861-1862 Confederate
invasion. 2 Interest in the conflict also spawned the republication of those
portions of the Official Records of the Union and Confederate Armies relative to the Confederate invasion of the New Mexico Territory as well as a
number ofletters, diaries, journals, and memoirs from soldiers on both sides
of the conflict. 3 Biographies were eventually written on the commanders of
the two armies-the always cautious Gen. Edward Richard Sprigg Canby
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and the heavy-drinking and haughty Gen. Henry Hopkins Sibley. Biographies also appeared on Federals including the indefatigable Col. Manuel
Chaves, the chivalrous Capt. Alexander MacRae, and the pompous and
unpredictable Capt. James Graydon. 4 Confederates who caught the eye of
historians included the heroic Col. Tom Green and the high-stepping and
Indian-hating Col. John Robert Baylor. 5 Subsequent journal articles have
evaluated everything from whether the retreating Federals at Fort Fillmore
had whiskey in their canteens in July 1861, prior to their surrender at St.
Augustine Springs, to exactly who guided the "Pikes Peakers" in the destruction of the Rebel supply train in the depths of Apache Canyon during
the Battle ofGlorieta. 6 Other articles described different aspects ofthe battles
of Valverde and Glorieta and even the skirmish at Peralta. 7
In the mid-nineties, a meticulously researched book detailed the Battle
of Valverde as did an equally impressive study of the Confederacy's objectives in the Far West and General Sibley's failure to fulfill those ambitions. s
At the same time, an imaginative study recalled the valiant struggle to create a Confederate Territory ofArizona in the southern part of New Mexico,
including much of what is today Arizona. 9 In 1998 two superbly researched
studies of the pivotal Battle of Glorieta were published. 1O More recently, a
valuable set of recollections written by members of the Confederate Army
of New Mexico also appeared, and General Sibley's valuable letterbook was
discovered and publishedY In

2004

John P. Wilson compiled the scholarly

and indispensable When the Texans Came, a marvelous book containing
hundreds of unpublished letters and documents relating to the war in New
Mexico TerritoryY
Among historically significant documents recently discovered is an article written by Franklin Cook, a young lieutenant from New Hampshire in
the Fifth Infantry, who dramatically recalls the Battle of ValverdeY Lieutenant Cook took part in the bloody battle at Valverde, thirty-two miles south
of the village of Socorro and just north of the rock and adobe bastion of Fort
Craig on the sandy east bank of the Rio Grande, on 21 February 1862. 14 The
turning point came at Valverde when a column of General Sibley's determined Texans led by a resolute Col. Tom Green gallantly charged and seized
an artillery battery commanded by North Carolina loyalist Capt. Alexander
MacRae. Lieutenant Cook's vivid recollections of that pivotal part of the
battle are priceless. Although a number of battle reports and journals, both
Union and Confederate, describe the vicious hand-to-hand combat around
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MacRae's Battery, few were written by individuals as close to the action as
Lieutenant Cook.
Almost six years earlier in October 1855, Otis F. Ham, a native of
Northfield, New Hampshire, a small village north of Concord, lied about
his name and his age and enlisted as Franklin Cook in the Fifth Infantry at
Boston, Massachusetts. A shoemaker by trade, Cook was described as 5 feet
7 inches in height, with blue eyes, light brown hair, and a fair complexion.
Like so many young recruits at the time, Cook was sent to the far Southwest. I5 One year later at Fort Stanton, in what was then Dofia Ana County,
Cook was discovered to be underage and was discharged. Only weeks later,
however, Capt. John Titcomb Sprague recruited him into the Eighth Infantry. Serving at various posts in the Southwest, Cook proved his maturity
and leadership and rose to the rank of first sergeant. Superiors were certain
to have been impressed with his literacy. By the summer of 1860, he was with
seventy-six men of the Eighth Infantry at Hatch's Ranch on the Gallinas
River, southeast of Las Vegas, New Mexico. 16 When the secession crisis engulfed New Mexico and the Southwest early the following year, Cook was
at Fort Fillmore under orders to transfer to Fort Davis, Texas. Shortly thereafter, on 18 February 1861, Sergeant Cook was with Lt. Royal T. Frank's
Company E of the Eighth Infantry on the march down the Rio Grande
when news came that Gen. David Emanuel Twiggs had surprisingly surrendered the entire Department of Texas. Joined by garrisons from Fort Bliss,
Fort Quitman, and Fort Davis, all commanded by Lt. Col. Isaac Van Duzer
Reeve, the column was ordered east to San Anto~io and the Texas coast.
Reduced by sickness and desertion, and straggling to less than 350 men,
Reeve surrendered his command to 1,3°0 zealous Texans under Maj. Earl
Van Dom at San Lucas Spring near Allen's Hill, twenty-four miles west of
San Antonio, on 9 May 1861.17
Sergeant Cook was held under guard on Salado Creek outside of San
Antonio, and later at Camp Verde in the heart of the Hill Country, where
the men were starved, given inadequate clothing, and treated badly. Not
long after the mistreatment began, Cook and two other sergeants, T. D.
Parker and R. E. Ellenwood, escaped in the night and somehow made their
way south across the eastern fringes of the Chihuahuan Desert to the Rio
Grande and into Mexico. Continuing south, they arrived in destitute condition in Tampico, Tamaulipas, where the men sought help from the American consul, Franklin Chase, but were denied any assistance. ls Aided by the
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English consul and a captain of an English steamer, the "gallant men" eventually made their way to Havana, Cuba, where they found passage to New
York. "The privations and hardships they have undergone while making
this long journey ... speak volumes of their worth and soldier-like bearing,"
recorded a surgeon in the army when the men reached New York on 19
October 1861. 19 Only days after reporting for duty at Fort Hamilton in Brooklyn, Cook was commissioned a second lieutenant in the Fifth Infantry and
sent back to New Mexico Territory.
After surviving the Battle of Valverde, Cook was promoted to first lieutenant, and served as regimental quartermaster during Col. Christopher
"Kit" Carson's 1863 campaign against the Navajos and the war against the
Mescalero Apaches the following year. Cook resigned from the military on
20 February 1865, and appears to have settled in Minneapolis, Minnesota,
where he married and raised a family.20
What follows is Lt. Franklin Cook's valuable account of the largest Civil
War battle in New Mexico Territory and the Rocky Mountain West. 2l Little
effort has been made to correct Cook's grammar, although a few missing
words or correct verb tenses have been inserted into the text for clarity.

Cook's Account of the Battle of Valverde
The bargain by which the Stars and Stripes were displaced by the Stars
and Bars over all the forts, garrisons, and arsenals in the State of Texas was
consummated in the spring of 1861. Fort Bliss, located in the extreme northwest corner of the state, had always been under the jurisdiction of the
commander of the Department of New Mexico, but was nevertheless included in the surrender and peacefully handed over to the Texas commissioners on their arrival in April without any demurring on the part of the
United States officials. 22
Acting upon the belief that they were only to be opposed by men who
were either afraid to fight or had no heart in the cause in which they were
enlisted, a mere handful of Texans moved up the Rio Grande from Fort
Bliss in July for the purpose of attempting the capture of Fort Fillmore,
forty-five miles aboveY This fort was garrisoned by a considerable force of
all Regular troops and commanded by Major Isaac Lynde, Seventh United
States Infantry, who, on the approach of this small force of Texans, abandoned Fillmore and retreated in the direction of Fort Stanton. 24 The victors,
highly elated at this unexpected piece of good luck, pursued the fleeing
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soldiers and made them prisoners as they were overtaken, straggling along
the road alone and in small squads, until at last the major, with the main
body, was overhauled and captured at San Augustine Springs, twenty-five
miles from the fort, he making the least possible show of resistance. 25
Colonel Edward R. S. Canby was in command of the Department of
New Mexico, with his headquarters at Santa Fe. 26 He, no doubt, intended to
hold Fort Fillmore, making it his frontier post, and though he had stationed
a sufficiently strong garrison there to hold it for the present against any force
which the enemy could bring against it, not counting on his subordinate
[Lynde] to surrender it to a force so much inferior to his own. 27 Canby, not
having a sufficient number of men at his command to attempt to recapture,
determined for the time being to forfeit all that portion of his department
south of the Jornada del Muerto and strongly fortify Fort Craig, the next
military post northwest of it, concentrate his forces there or near there, to be
prepared to dispute any forward movement of the enterprising enemy, who,
after his success at Fillmore, settled down at Fort Bliss and Mesilla to await
reinforcements from below. 28
All remote posts and outlying stations in New Mexico were at once ordered to be abandoned and their garrisons to take stations along the Rio
Grande, within easy distance of Craig or at the fort itself when all had arrived. 29 The total number of effective men [who] could be thrown into this
fortress in case of emergency was still not more than 1,000, a number totally
inadequate to successfully cope with the force with [which] it was expected
that the enemy would bring '\gainst it. That is, they might be able to hold
the strong fort, but they were too few to repel the invaders and prevent the
country from being overrun by the lawless enemy.30
Authority was obtained from Washington to raise some regiments of New
Mexico volunteers, and the governor called out the militia of the territory to
repel invasion. The volunteers were enlisted, armed, and equipped as rapidly as possible. The whole were assembled in the vicinity of Craig and set
to drilling, in the hope to make tolerable soldiers of them by the time their
services would be actually needed. Vain hopes, however, as the sequel proved.
A Southern Military District was created with headquarters at Craig, and
Lt. Col. Benjamin S. Roberts, Third Cavalry, was assigned to the command. 31
Throughout the fall and early winter of 1861-62, Colonel Roberts kept himself well informed of the movements of the enemy at Fort Bliss and Mesilla
by means ofspies. 32 They were receiving reinforcements occasionally, and it
became certain that they would move up the river as soon as they thought
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themselves strong enough to warrant the risk. There being no regular artillery in the department, it was necessary to supply the deficiency by making
a detail of picked men from several companies till the number required to
work six pieces of cannon was obtained. Captain Alexander McRae, Third
Cavalry, was assigned to the command, with Lieutenants Lyman Mishler,
Fifth Infantry, and Joseph McC. Bell, of the volunteers, as subordinates. 33
The twenty-four pounder howitzers at the fort were also manned and placed
under the command of Lieutenant R. H. Hall, Tenth Infantry.34
The walls of the fort were strengthened and a long ditch dug around the
whole, lunettes at the northern and southern angles commanded by ditches,
and knolls in the vicinity of the fort had earthworks erected on them, which
in case of an attack would have made a most formidable means of defense. 35
Companies were assigned to defend each earthwork, to which they would
repair at all alarms, which soon began to occur nightly and sometimes as
often as three or four times in a single night. In short, pending the expected
attack, everything at the fort was put and kept in the best possible condition.
Drilling and reconnoitering by day and by night, both officers and men
slept in their clothing, with their arms by their sides ready for use at a
moment's warning.
The men being nearly all of the Regular Army were rather pleased than
otherwise at the prospect of a struggle with the Texans, for they felt a little
chagrined at the poor record which the Regulars at Fillmore had made, and
they wanted an opportunity to wipe out the stain and also revenge themselves on the Texan troops for their audacity. For myself I had been treacherously surrendered to these same troops a little less than a year before in
Texas, had escaped from them, and with a good deal of danger and suffering
succeeded in getting North. They had held me a prisoner for about four
months, and I had experienced considerable ill usage at their hands. It was,
therefore, with keen satisfaction that I anticipated a meeting with them again,
this time, however, associated with comrades who did not propose to surrender the arms in their hands to the first rabble who demanded them; on
the contrary, intended to keep and use them until the enemy had demonstrated his ability to take them or until he had surrendered to them.
About January 1 [1862], it was known that the main body of the Texans
were encamped at Mesilla and a forward movement was soon to be made.
Scouting parties from each side often met and exchanged a few shots, but
did little damage to each other. 36 February 1 brought Colonel Canby and
staff, when he assumed the command, and soon thereafter it was known
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that Brigadier General H. H. Sibley, Confederate States Army, had arrived
at Mesilla with reinforcements, had taken command of the Texan forces
numbering 1,5°0, had broken camp at Mesilla and was slowly moving up
the river toward usY We had been sufficiently vigilant before, but we were
doubly so now, and owing to this, surprise was utterly impossible by any foe,
however active.
The enemy doubtless was well informed of the state of the defenses at
Craig, also, the vigilance and discipline of the garrison, for he made no
attempt to surprise us, while he gave our stronghold a wide berth in his
passage up the country.J8 When he reached the little town of Paraje, six
miles south of the fort, he crossed the river and proceeded to make a detour
of some dozen miles or more, so as to avoid passing too near the fort. J9 In
doing this it was necessary to cut a new road through a very rough country,
composed chiefly of sand drifts and lava beds. This work was exceedingly
laborious and difficult and they were some four or five days making the
passage, all this time suffering much for water, for there was none to be
found except in the river and this, from the roughness of the country, could
only be approached at a few points, and these Canby kept well guarded.
Opposite Craig, on the east side of the river, is a long range of high bluffs
composed mostly of rough, broken, volcanic rocks. Beyond these the country is less rocky, but rough and uneven, for a mile or so, gradually rising by
a series of terrace-like sand drifts, until [it] reached the height of the surrounding country.
Along the summit of these sand drifts, the Texans were toiling on February 20. Canby was aware of their sufferings from thirst, and feared that they
might attempt to get to the river by occupying the rocky bluffs opposite the
fort, in which case they would easily throw shell across and annoy us a good
deal. Beside, if he once got there it would be almost impossible for us with
our small force to dislodge him. So Canby crossed in force and occupied
the bluffs himself. When they were secured he sent forward a strong line of
skirmishers under Captain H. R. Selden, Fifth Infantry, who advanced to
within a few hundred yards ofthe enemy and opened fire on them; but he
did not accept the challenge or return the fire, except with his artillery,
which, posted on the summit of the sand hills, kept up a furious cannonade
for several hours, directing his fire chiefly at those who occupied the rocky
bluffs, and although he must have fired some two or three hundred shots,
the only damage done was to slightly wound one man on the cheek, he
being hit by a piece of flying lava splintered from a rock by the concussion

372 ~

NEW MEXICO HISTORICAL REVIEW

VOLUME 81, NUMBER 4

of a shot. 40 Our men slept among the rocks that night and all avenues of
approach to the river were strongly guarded.
It was evident from the direction in which the enemy [was] steering that
he contemplated striking the river again on the twenty-first at Valverde, six
miles above the fort; indeed, this was the nearest point where the river was
accessible from that side without great difficulty, if at all. 41 Early on the
morning of the twenty-first, therefore, our two batteries, with small supporting columns of infantry, were dispatched to Valverde. The Texan advance
and our artillery with their supporting columns must have arrived there
nearly simultaneously; at any rate there were few, if any of the enemy, who
succeeded in getting to the water until after the battle was over.
The general course of the Rio Grande is south, but just at Valverde it
makes a sharp bend to a right angle and for one-half mile or more runs due
[west], when it is again bent to the south by meeting some high rocky bluffs.
Between these two bends in the river the Texan advance attempted to approach the water, but were immediately fired upon and driven back by our
batteries, which were posted on the opposite side, one near each bend. 41
Shortly after this the Texan battery arrived, took position on the opposite
side, and for an hour or more a sharp artillery duel was carried on, but
without a great deal of damage being done or any very decided advantage
gained by either side.
Captain Selden's column of infantry, about 800 strong, consisting of
detachments of the Fifth and Seventh Infantry, with two good companies of
Colorado volunteers, had spent the night among the rocks of the bluffs opposite the fort. They were withdrawn about 8:00 AM and ordered to repair in
haste to Valverde, where they arrived about 9:30 AM, and soon afterwards the
main body of the enemy were seen some two miles distant winding their
way around the bluffs, their bright gun barrels glistening in the bright morning sun, while they toiled along through the sand drifts approaching the
scene of conflict.
If you take a point over half a mile up the river from where it bends to the
[west] and an equal distance down, then connect these two points by a straight
line, you will enclose the whole space where the Battle of Valverde was
fought, won, and lost. Four-fifths of this space was covered by a growth of
large cottonwood trees and in parts a thick underbrush. On the side towards
the fort there were fewer trees and no underbrush. When Selden's command arrived, and while the men were marching past the bend in the river,
the Texan battery opened on them with a plenteous shower of grape and
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canister; but the guns of the Texans were trained too high, and as the men
were covered with leaves and twigs cut from the trees above them, not a
man was hit by a shot. Two or three strong columns of New Mexican volunteers and militia were sent to the scene, but as they had little or nothing to
do with the fighting but little need be said of them.
Colonel Canby remained at the fort, giving the command of the forces
at Valverde to Colonel Roberts, who directed Selden to take his command
to the ford above the bend in the river, and crossing, deploy them as skirmishers, move forward and clear the woods of the enemy. McRae's battery
crossed after Selden and went into a position just inside the bend, and threw
shell into the woods ahead of the skirmish line as it advanced. The enemy
threw out a line of skirmishers, which, however, quickly retired before ours.
The two flanks of our line moved forward at a quicker rate than the center,
so this, by the time we had advanced four or five hundred yards, made our
line a semi-circle. The right of our line came upon the Texas battery with its
support, one thousand strong, posted behind a rough, hastily-constructed
breastwork made by piling together rocks and cottonwood logs. The Texans
were too strongly posted to be at once dislodged by our small force, so a halt
was sounded. The men were directed to cover themselves as well as possible
and continue to fire as often as they could see anything to shoot at.
The Texans could not work their guns, the men being obliged to take
refuge behind the breastwork to avoid our fire. Their battery horses were all
killed or taken out of range. The enemy had all the advantage here, for it
was rare that we could get a fair shot at one of them, while we could not so
well cover ourselves. Their bullets whistled about our ears and several of
our men were killed ~nd wounded. A sergeant of Captain [Peter William
Livingston] Plympton's company of the Seventh Infantry, with six men, came
up and reported to me, having lost their commandY While the sergeant
was calling my attention to his waist-belt, which a moment before had been
torn in two by a Minie bullet, I heard a dull noise not unlike that produced
by throwing a small pebble forcibly into deep water, when he suddenly
threw his arms about me, exclaiming: "Lieutenant, you are shot!" and falling to the ground instantly expired. The bullet had passed through the brave
fellow's heart.
I have spoken of the semi-circular form of our line. My company was on
the extreme right. The adjutant, Lieutenant [Allen Latham] Anderson, being on the left and wishing to communicate some order to me, instead of
going around by the rear of the line rode directly across from wing to wing,
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and in so doing passed within twenty yards of the Texan breastwork, all the
time not only exposed to their fire, but also to that of our own men. 44 Strange
to say, both he, and his horse escaped until he reached the spot where I was
standing, when his horse was struck in the hip by a bullet and began to
struggle furiously, and in doing so tramped upon a poor fellow lying at the
roots of a tree with a shot through his body. The wounded man cried out
piteously: "Gh, keep him off me for I am wounded!" And while we were
endeavoring to protect the man another shot struck the animal in the head
and killed him.
While the bullets were falling around us the thickest I could not help
smiling at a young German of my company who was struck by a shot in the
left shoulder, but not very badly hurt. He looked at the hole in his coat for a
moment, and then when he saw the blood come trickling through it, seemed
to grow very angry, and instead of leaving the field or calling for help, he
shouted out towards the enemy: "Wot for you do dat? Damn you, I pay you
for dat," and he went on loading and firing with great rapidity, all the time
scolding and swearing at the enemy, now in English, and then in German!
This state of affairs continued for an hour or more, when suddenly we
discovered a large body of troops coming in on our right. It took but a glance
to see that they were Texans, and our right flank was turned and the sooner
we got back out of that situation the better for us. Retreat was at once sounded
and executed in good order, although the enfilading fire to which we were
now subjected caused us here to sustain our heaviest loss. The bullets literally rained about us. Zip! Zip! was the sound you heard continually, while
the numberless little clouds of dust rising from the earth all about told where
the shots had struck.. Calls for assistance from our wounded comrades constantly greeted our ears. Many times I heard the prayer, "Gh, I am wounded
and cannot walk; don't leave me to be taken prisoner!" We succeeded in
carrying away most of our wounded. Reaching the river again we were ordered to lie down behind a sand bank, expecting that the enemy would
soon advance in his turn, but he did not come immediately.
A man of my company named Huston [Joseph Hudson] now came to
me to inquire the location of the hospital. I told him it was two miles down
the river and then inquired what he wanted of it; he said that he was wounded
and pointed to his forehead to indicate the spot. I looked for his wound, but
only succeeded in finding a small swelling, which looked as though it might
have been produced by a slight blow. I heard no more of him until the next
day, when I found him in a dying condition in the hospital at the fort. The
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bullet had entered from behind and passing directly through his head lodged
just beneath the skin in his forehead, producing the swelling I had noticed;
still, after leaving me he had been able unaided to walk the two miles to the
hospital wagons.
When our skirmish line was first formed, its right was near the bend in
the river where it changes its course to the eastward, and if this flank had
been instructed to keep to the river as it advanced - the balance of the line
to have been governed by it-no such a disaster as the turning of our right
could have happened. Instead of this being done, as the line advanced it
drew away from the river, and by the time it had encountered the enemy's
breastwork there was an unprotected interval between our right and the
river of at least one-fourth of a mile. The enemy was quick to take advantage
of this error, and sent the column through and turn"ed our flank and made
us retreat. Hall's battery commanded this interval, of course, but the underbrush was so thick that the movement of the enemy was not detected until
too late to prevent it.
The morning had been fine and quite warm, so we all came away without our overcoats, but about noon the weather changed; it became very
cold, a frozen sleet falling for nearly all the afternoon; we suffered extremely
from cold. About 3:00 PM Colonel Canby and staff arrived. He assumed
command and at once proceeded to make new dispositions, at which we
were all well pleased, for we had been standing still in one position now for
some two hours and were all very impatient. Colonel [Kit] Carson's regi" ment was stationed below the bend in the river facing eastward. 45 To his left
was [Col. Miguel K] Pino, the militia commander, with his forces. 46 Hall's
battery, which remained all day in one p?sition, was moved to the front
across the river. McRae's battery was moved one-fourth of a mile up the
river and advanced a little. In its front was a small cleared space of perhaps two acres, beyond which the woods were thick, but the enemy could
be seen moving among the trees in considerable force, and it was known
that he had some movement which was soon to be made. McRae began to
shell them, and at this moment the report came that Hall's battery was
threatened. Canby fearing that, in case of a charge upon Hall, Pino's regiment of militia would not stand its ground (there being but two small
companies of Regulars with it) detached three companies of the Fifth
Infantry-B, 0, and F -under Captain [Benjamin] Wingate to go in
double-quick to its reliefY
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This was a fatal error, for no sooner had these troops been sent away than
a body of the enemy, 1,000 strong, was seen to emerge from the woods into
the clearing in front of McRae, making directly for him. He double-loaded
his guns with grape and canister and fired as rapidly as possible on the advancing foe, but the distance was so short that the pieces were aimed too
high and did no execution. Right on they came in spite of opposition, yelling like so many denizens of the infernal regions who had just made their
escape. Armed with double-barreled shotguns, six-shooters, and bowie knives,
they waited until at short range, when they discharged their shotguns at the
artillerists with murderous effect. Then when their guns were empty they
threw them away and mixed with the men at the cannon in a hand-to-hand
encounter, using their pistols and knives. 48
Our men did all that flesh and blood could do to save their battery, but
the odds [were] more than four to one against them, and therefore in a fight
of this kind but one termination was possible. Those who were not killed or
wounded were driven with their supporters into the river together. Many
were shot in the water while crossing and their bodies were carried away by
the current. Those who escaped, when they reached the other side, reformed
their ranks and marched away towards the fort, their own guns hurling shot
and shell after them to expedite their movements.
When Canby saw that McRae's battery was to be charged by the enemy
he sent a hasty order for Wingate to return, but by the time that officer got
the order he had all that he could attend to in repulsing a squadron of
cavalry that was charging him. They came on in a gallop with drawn sabers,
making the woods resound with their customary demoniac yells. They, no
doubt, expected to scare the bluecoats into taking to their heels for safety,
but that battalion happened to be made up of the kind of material that does
not do that sort of fighting. They stood their ground until the enemy was
within fifty yards of them when the captain's voice rang out clear and sharp,
"Fire!" and the report which followed was as if one man had pulled all the
triggers at once.
When the smoke cleared away we looked for one moment at the heap of
dead and wounded horses and men, but saw no enemy to oppose us. A
second order to return now came from Canby, almost instantly followed by
another saying that the battery was done and for us to fall back across the
river as quickly as possible. Wingate, instead of obeying this order, wheeled
his [company] into line facing towards the captured battery and was about
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to charge in and attempt its recapture when he was hit and mortally wounded
by a stray shot. 49
Colonel Kit Carson's regiment of New Mexicans was looked upon as
being the best of the newly raised troops, being officered largely by old soldiers and having a good sprinkling of Americans in their ranks. This regiment, as I have said, was posted to the left of Hall's battery (but Pino's
intervened), facing eastward, [and] consequently was in an excellent position to have charged the men who captured McRae's battery. They were
eyewitnesses to that charge, and also the cavalry charge which was repulsed
by Wingate, for this happened almost in front of them. They were ordered
to fire on the advancing cavalry, and a few of them obeyed, but the greater
part of them turned and fled across the river, many of them throwing away
their guns, still loaded, that their flight may not be impeded.
Colonel Carson and some of his officers did their best to make the men
stand their ground, but all to no purpose. Especially noticeable and praiseworthy was the conduct of the chaplain of the regiment Padre Taladrin, a
Catholic priest, who, forgetting his peaceful calling, beat his panic-stricken
countrymen over their heads and shoulders and with an iron ramrod, while
he swore at them in Spanish in a most unclerical, but soldier-like manner,
calling them all sorts of cowards and threatening them with eternal punishment for running away. But they were more afraid of those Texans than they
were of him or his threats. They all rushed pell-mell into the river and
crossed, Pino's militia having preceded them, this scare and flight all being
caused by the mere knowledge that McRae's battery was taken and not because any enemy threatened them.
If Wingate had not been hit and had been able to make his intended
attempt to recapture the guns, there was a fair chance of success attending
him. His battalion was only about 150 strong, but it was composed of good,
reliable, and determined men, and if this force had come unexpectedly on
the Texans just as they had succeeded in driving the artillerymen and their
supporters into the river, at short range to have delivered their fire and then
charged with their bayonets, it could hardly have failed to have taken those
dearly-bought cannon from the Texans-for it must be remembered that
these latter, now that they had discharged and thrown away their shotguns
and emptied their six-shooters, had very slim means of defense. But this was
not to be.
Wingate's fall placed [me] in command of the battalion, [I] immediately
began to retreat, and it was high time, if [I] wished to escape capture, for
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these men were now the only Union troops on this side of the river. Soon a
body of the Texan infantry, four or five times [our] number, came bearing
down upon [us]. Still there was no undue haste in [our] retreat. [We] moved
steadily to the rear towards the river, loading as [we] went. When the pieces
were all loaded, the order to "About face" would be given and [our] fire
would be delivered. Then [we] would again move to the rear, stubbornly
contesting every foot of ground. The enemy evidently did not care to come
into too close quarters with [us], for [our] fire was well-directed, and at every volley a score or more of the Texans were seen to fall. 50
The enemy's fire was generally too high, and although his missiles came
in showers they, for the most part, cut the air harmlessly above our heads.
We came to the river just at the bend where the water was the depth of the
shoulders and the current very swift and strong. Here we halted until the
wounded captain [Wingate] had been gotten safely across, then the men
locked arms and gained the opposite bank just as their foes reached the
river on the other side, to whom we gave a parting volley and then marched
away towards the fort with our ranks all reformed and feeling much like
men who were running away from troops whom we had whipped.
Captain McRae, when he sawall his battery was lost beyond all hope,
drew his pistol and calmly seated himself on one of his guns, defending it
until he was shot dead. He was a native of the old North State and had been
strongly importuned by his family and friends to throw up his commission
and go with his state into secession. But resisting alike their threats and
blandishments he preferred to remain true to the government that had educated and protected him and which he had sworn to defend. 51
Lieutenant Mishler, emulating his superior's example, stood by his gun
until shot dead by a Texan major, whom Mishler also took along with him
for company to the "misty shore." Lieutenant Bell, the other artillery officer, escaped with several bullet holes in his clothing. 52 Orderly Sergeant
[John] Knox, of the battery, saved many lives and rendered the captured
guns of little use to the captors by firing his pistol into the ammunition
wagon and blowing it up, thus destroying the ammunition and his own life
together.
Much adverse criticism of Canby's management was indulged in by
some. 53 He was blamed for remaining at the fort so many hours walking
about and smoking his cigar, with the thunder of the contending artillery
sounding in his ears. I think that the true solution of this is to be found in
his perfect and well-merited confidence in Colonel Roberts. This able of-
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ficer had done more towards preparing for the present occasion than anyone else, and Canby (whom all knowing him will agree was the soul of
justice and generosity) wished to give his faithful subordinate a chance to
carry out his plans, unhindered and unembarrassed by a superior.
He was also blamed for changing Roberts' plans when he did come, but
ifhe had been allowed five minutes more to have perfected those changes,
the battery would not probably have been taken whel1 it was. The change in
position, the assault and capture occurred in an almost incredible short
space of time, much shorter than one who did not witness it could readily
be induced to believe. It was like a chess player who moves a piece to an
exposed square, intending to support it there the next move, but to his chagrin sees it snatched instantly away by his adversary's knight, which unperceived by him, had commanded that square. If all the facts were fully known
and given their proper weight, I think Canby would be fully acquitted of
any blame of a serious nature.
Roberts himself did not escape censure from some quarters. 54 He was
charged among other things with disobeying his instructions in bringing
on an engagement when he was specially ordered by Canby not to do this,
but merely to keep the Texans away from the water. The fallacy of this is
apparent. How was he to obey one part of this without disobeying the other,
if (as certain was the case) the Texans were determined to get to the river at
any cost?
The mistake at Valverde was made when the river was crossed by a force
of reliable men numbering less than one-third as many as the foe whom
they went to attack. If that deep, wide, rapidly flowing river had been in
McRae's front instead of his rear when his battery was charged, what a dif- .
ference it would have made in his favor! Besides, there never was the slightest advantage to be gained by crossing the river to attack the enemy and
everything to be lost! Our infantry and artillery, posted on our own side of
the river and as well protected as the means there at hand would permit,
could have kept the enemy from the water till doomsday with an extremely
small amount of danger to themselves. Why this place was not adopted is a
question I have ·often asked, but have never had answered and probably
never will.
It was said that before the assaulting party of Texans were started on their
perilous charge, they were called to the commissariat and plied with whiskey until they were in a state of semi-intoxication, so as to render them the
more desperate and regardless of danger. It was an undoubted fact that Sibley,
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their general, had got the start of them in that respect by some hours, for I
have since been told by one of his own men that on this occasion Sibley
supported himself by holding on to a wagon wheel, telling them to "go in
boys and give them hell!"
A flag of truce was sent the next morning and under it our dead, amounting to about 115, were procured and brought into the fort. Owing to the
extremely cold weather and to the shameless fact that they had all been
stripped of their clothing by their adversaries, they were all frozen stiff, with
their limbs in all manner of positions, making them look in the wagons like
loads of very knotty gnarled wood. A large room was prepared to receive
them, and when they were all in it presented a picture, once seen, never to
be forgotten. Every face was once as familiar to me as "household words,"
but with their features distorted, their bodies mangled, dirt-begrimed and
bent into every conceivable shape, they were almost unrecognizable. Oh, it
was a sickening spectacle! And what an instance of "man's inhumanity to
man." A separate coffin was made for each and an inscribed board placed at
the head of each grave.
Later in the day, on the twenty-second, a deputation from Sibley came
in and demanded the surrender of the fort, which was of course refused.
Canby told them that if they were as short of clothing as their actions seemed
to indicate, and in the future any of his men were unfortunate enough to
fall beneath their arms, he would engage to give them a new suit of clothing
for every dead body which they would bring him the clothing on in which
the victim fell. General Sibley, probably not fancying the look of things
about Craig, concluded not to attempt its capture now, but to commit a
greater mistake by proceeding on up the country, leaving this still unconquered force in his rear to follow him up wherever they chose to do so.
Foolish man, as the sequel proved him. 55
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largely through the influence of his well-known grandfather, Dr. John Sibley, to
secure an appointment at West Point. Commissioned a second lieutenant in the
Second Dragoons, he first saw action in Florida against the Seminoles. During the
Mexican War, he was breveted for heroism. He spent five years on the Texas frontier, was involved in Bleeding Kansas, and served in the 1857-1858 expedition against
the Mormons in Utah Territory. Sent to New Mexico, Sibley was with Maj. E. R. S.
Canby during the 1860 Navajo Campaign. See Thompson, Henry Hopkins Sibley.
Cook makes no mention of the confrontation that occurred on the plain south of
the fort on 16 February 1862. At one o'clock in the afternoon, the Rebel army suddenly appeared in force on the plain south of the fort, offering battle. Sibley's strategy was to avoid a bloody assault on the fort. But when Canby refused to advance,
and after a few shots were exchanged at long distance, the Texans drew off. Four
days later, Sibley made the decision to bypass the fort by fording the river at Paraie,
and reentering the valley at Valverde, a well-known ford four miles upriver from
the fort. Thompson, Desert Tiger, 33-34; Chacon, Legacy of Honor, 165; and Las
Vegas Gazette, 1 September 1877.
In 1860 the village ofParaje, on the east bank of the Rio Grande, had a population
of 196. After the Confederate retreat to the Mesilla Valley in April and May 1862,
Confederate Capt. Thomas Orville Moody, realizing that the spring flood made
any contact between Fort Craig and the outpost impractical, launched a horse
stealing raid across the dreaded Jornada del Muerto against the village. When Captain Moody became violently ill from drinking alkaline water from a small pool on
the Jornada, he had to be left behind and Lt. Isaac G. Bowman pushed ahead to
demand the immediate and unconditional surrender of Paraje. When the Federal
commander Capt. Joseph G. Tilford refused, a brief fight ensued-the last skirmish of the Civil War in New Mexico Territory. See Douglas K. Boyd, Interim
Report on Archeological Investigations at Para;e (de Fra Cristobal) LA 1124 (Amarillo, Tex.: U. S. Department of the Interior, Bureau of Reclamation, 1986), 15-16;
and Thompson, Westward the Texans, 35-36.
From Vermont and the West Point class of 1843, Capt. Henry Raymond Selden had
been sent to help occupy the heights opposite the fort on the morning of February
19, but was withdrawn and led eight companies of regular infantry, roughly 640
men, in the fighting on the Union left during the battle. Promoted to major and
still in the territory, he died of compli~ations of the flu in February 1865. Fort
Selden, on the east bank of the Rio Grande just north of Dona Ana, was named in
his honor. Taylor, Bloody Valverde, 52.
At an elevation of 4,887 feet and some two and one-half miles upriver from Fort
Craig, the volcanic-crowned Mesa del Contadero, two miles by two and one-half
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miles in size, was commonly called Black Mesa. Rising to a height of three hundred feet above the river, the mesa protrudes several hundred yards into the valley
of the Rio Grande and overlooks the Valverde battlefield. For an aerial view of the
mesa, see Meketa, Legacy of Honor, 147.
42. Maj. Charles L. Pyron and Company B of the Second Texas Mounted Rifles actually reached the river unscathed. It was not until later that the artillery arrived on
the scene. At the end of the campaign, Pyron was promoted to lieutenant colonel.
Thompson, ed., Civil War in the Southwest, 25, 149.
43. At Valverde Plympton commanded a battalion consisting of Companies C and F
of the Seventh Infantry and A and H of the Tenth Infantry. On the far left during
the fighting, Co. F of the Seventh Infantry suffered 71 percent casualties, the highest in the battle. Plympton was breveted a major for gallantry and meritorious service at Valverde and to lieutenant colonel for his bravery at Peralta on 15 April 1862.
He died on

II

August 1866. See Heitman, Historical Register, 1:795. Federal forces

numbered 3,801, including 1,690 regulars. Union casualties in the battle numbered

100 killed and 160 wounded. Capt. William Mortimore's Company A of the Third
New Mexico Volunteers (48 percent) and Capt. James "Santiago" Hubbell's Company B of the Fifth New Mexico Volunteers (55 percent) also suffered heavy casualties in supporting MacRae's Battery. The only other Federal companies to suffer
similar casualties were Capt. Theodore Dodd's Colorado Volunteers (56 percent)
and the men defending the battery (53 percent). Taylor, Bloody Valverde, 97, 124,
13 8-39, 142·
44. From Ohio and the West Point class of 1859, Anderson was breveted to major for
gallantry at Valverde. Anderson ended the war as a colonel in command of the
Eighth California Infantry. He resigned on 7 January 1867. Heitman, Historical
Register, I:l63.
45. Renowned scout and Indian fighter, Col. Christopher "Kit" Carson ably commanded the First New Mexico Volunteers at Valverde. Later in the war, Carson
was responsible for subduing the Navajos and Mescalero Apaches. He was breveted to brigadier general and died at Boggsville, Colorado on 23 May 1868. Biographies of the famous frontiersman abound.
46. Col. Miguel Pino, not to be confused with his brother Col. Nicolas Pino who led
the Second New Mexico Militia, led the 590 men of the Second New Mexico
Volunteers. The Pinos had resisted Gen. Stephen Watts Kearny's occupation of the
territory in 1846, but by the time of the Texan invasion, they had become loyal to
the United States. Col. Miguel Pino's men, who were responsible for a near riot at
Belen in July 1861, skirmished with the Texans opposite Fort Craig on 20 February
and escorted the ammunition train from Fort Craig to Valverde on the afternoon of
the battle. Although one company and part of another did cross the Rio Grande,
Pino's regiment was widely criticized, especially by Canby, for failing to reinforce
the Federals on the east bank and save MacRae's battery. Although many of the
men returned to the regiment after the battle, 129 were declared deserters. Taylor,

Bloody Valverde, 116, 144.
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47. Originally from Indiana, Capt. Benjamin Wingate had served as a corporal and
sergeant in the Mounted Rifles during the Mexican War before being promoted to
second lieutenant in June 1848. Wingate served at Valverde with his Fifth United
States Infantry. Heitman, Historical Register, 1:105°.
48. There are several versions of the fierce hand-to-hand fighting around MacRae's
battery. All agree that Captain MacRae, despite a shattered right hand, bravely
fought to the death. Some believe he was shot in the head by Maj. Samuel A.
Lockridge, who along with Lt. Col. John S. Sutton of the Texans, also died at the
guns. One eyewitness remembered a Texan screaming at MacRae, "Surrender,
MacRae, we don't want to kill you," and MacRae replying, "I shall never forsake
my guns." One soldier said Lockridge, who had promised his men he would "make
his wife a shimmy" from the flag waving over Fort Craig, placed his hand on one of
the cannon and shouted, "This is mine!" at the very moment he was fatally wounded.
Hall, Sibley's New Mexico Campaign, 99-101; Taylor, Bloody Valverde, 88-91; and
Frazier, Blood and Treasure, 163-64, 173-76.
49. Wingate came close to recapturing MacRae's battery during the battle. In the fierce
fighting, Wingate was badly wounded by an artillery round and died of his wounds
at Fort Craig on 1 June. Fort Fauntleroy near present-day Gallup was renamed in
his honor. Heitman, Historical Register, 1:1050.
50. Lieutenant Cook wrote most of his article in the first person. This is, incongruously, the only paragraph written in the third person. For the sake of clarity and
consistency, first-person pronouns have been inserted.
51. "Pure in character, upright in conduct, devoted to his profession, and of a loyalty
that was deaf to the seductions of family and friends, Captain MacRae died, as he
had lived, an example of the best and highest qualities that man can possess," wrote
Colonel Canby. Three months after the battle, Captain MacRae's father, John
MacRae, wrote General Sibley from Fayetteville, North Carolina, asking for particulars of his son's death. Sibley promised he would do everything possible to
recover MacRae's pistol and sabre that were in possession of two unnamed officers
in the Rebel army. Canby to Adjutant General, 1 March 1862, p. 492, vol. 9, ser. I,
OR; H. H. Sibley to John McRae, 12 May 1862, John MacRae Papers, Southern
Historical Collection, University of North Carolina Library, Chapel Hill, North
Carolina. Copy courtesy of Marion C. Grinstead. Also, see Grinstead, Destiny at

Valverde.
But for the fortunes of war, Captain MacRae might have faced one of his four
brothers who wore the Confederate gray. Five years after MacRae's death at Valverde,
his body was disinterred, placed in a casket, and given a hero's escort as it was
carried across New Mexico and the Great Plains for reburial at West Point. As his
body passed through Albuquerque on 20 April 1867, the procession was led by a
cavalry horse draped in mourning "with boots in stirrup," followed by a detachment of U.S. Infantry and 300 citizens. In April 1863, Fort McRae, named in the
captain's honor, was established downriver from Fort Craig on the east bank of the
Rio Grande. James C. MacRae to Jerry Thompson (enclosing miscellaneous undated newspaper clippings), 21 September 1999.
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52. In the Rebel charge on MacRae's Battery, Mishler, while ramming a charge into
one of the guns, was shot through the chest and killed. Taylor, Bloody Valverde, 58,
91; and Heitman, Historical Register, 1:715. Lt. Joseph McLellan Bell claimed he
was wounded in the foot and chest and that he suffered a loss of hearing as a result
of the battle. Bell later served in Virginia and Missouri and died in April 1900. His
article, "The Campaign of New Mexico, 1862;' was published in War Papers Read
before the Commandry ofthe State of Wisconsin Military Order ofthe Loyal Legion
ofthe United States (Milwaukee, Wis.: Burdick, Armitage, and Allen, 1891), 47-71.
Also see Heitman, Historical Register, 1:208; and Taylor, Bloody Valverde, 50.
53. General Canby left New Mexico in September 1862. He eventually commanded
the Division of West Mississippi. In the final months of the Civil War, he accepted
the surrender of the Confederate Trans-Mississippi Department, even signing the
parole papers of Gen. Henry H. Sibley. During a peace parley with Modoc Indians
on 11 April 1873, Canby was killed in the Lava Beds of northern California, thus
becoming the only general officer to be slain during the Indian Wars. The widely
held belief in both the Federal and Confederate armies in New Mexico Territory at
the time, and repeated by a number of historians afterwards, that Canby and Sibley
were brothers-in-law was false. Nevertheless, many in the Federal army in New
Mexico believed the rumors and accused Canby of failing to pursue Sibley aggressively. Heyman, Prudent Soldier, 376-77; and Thompson, Confederate General of

the West, 297-98.
54. The day after the Battle of Valverde, Lieutenant Colonel Roberts was promoted to
colonel and eventually rose to the rank of major general as a result of gallantry at
the Battle of Cedar Mountain and the Second Battle of Bull Run. After the Civil
War, he taught military science at Yale and died in Washington, D.C., in 1875. See
Taylor, Bloody Valverde, 37; and Heitman, Historical Register, 1:835.
55. After the disastrous 1861-1862 New Mexico Campaign, Sibley was court-martialed
in 1863, following the Battle of Bisland. After the war, he served in the Egyptian
Army as a general of artillery, but was expelled in 1873, chiefly because of his heavy
drinking. Back in the United States, he wrote articles for Frank Leslie, tutored
students in French, and continued work on several military inventions. Although
we]] known for the Sibley tent and stove, he died largely forgotten at Fredericksburg,
Virginia, on 23 August 1886. See Thompson, Henry Hopkins Sibley.

